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 What is school refusal behavior (SRB)

 Why address SRB

 Functional assessment of SRB

Definition of SRB

• Student-motivated refusal to attend school;

• difficulties remaining in classes for the entire school day;

• or both.
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Students Who Refuse

• Heterogeneous population

• Estimated rate of prevalence varies (5 – 28%)

• Occurs across age, gender, racial, and socioeconomic 
groups

• Occurs more often among students transitioning to a new 
school

• Attendance problems generally occur 1 – 2 years before 
intervention

Early Signs

• Absence or partial absence

• Anxiety

• Depression

• Somatic complains

Risk Factors

• Age and transition between schools

• Problematic emotion regulation

• Low self-efficacy

• Negative thinking

• Limited problem solving

• Insufficient teacher support and monitoring, 
unpredictability at school
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Risk Factors (cont.)

• Bullying, social isolation and loneliness

• Educational difficulties

• Limited cooperation between school and home, parent 
psychopathology

• Parental overprotection

• Unhealthy family functioning

Why Address SRB

• It can result in chronic absenteeism (i.e., missing 10% or 
more of school year), which is linked to…

• Lower achievement

• Higher risk of drop out

• Poor outcomes later in life

Absenteeism in GGUSD

U.S. Department of Education (2019)
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Why Address SRB (cont.)

• Negative impact on not just students, but their families, 
teachers, and community as a whole

• It is legally required; CA compulsory education law 
requires everyone (age 6 – 18) to attend school (except 
those who have graduated high school or passed the 
CHSPE and obtained parental permission)

Functional Model of SRB

Negative Reinforcement

Positive Reinforcement

Avoid school-based stimuli that provoke 
negative affectivity

Escape school-based social/evaluative 
situations

Obtain attention from significant others

Obtain tangible reinforcers outside of school

Advantages of a Functional Approach

• Theoretical basis; clear definition of SRB

• Coverage of all students who engage in SRB

• Amenability to specific recommendations for assessment 
and intervention
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Function 1

• More common among young children who may not be 
able to identify the source of their distress

• May be related to struggles with transitions (e.g., to the 
bus, into the school building)

• Frequently associated with anxiety disorder and somatic 
complaints

Avoid school-based stimuli

Function 2

• More common among middle/high school students

• May be related to increased awareness and concern about 
how other perceive/judge them

• May be related to difficulties with tests, assignments, 
athletic performance

• Frequently associated with anxiety disorder 

Escape school-based stimuli

Function 3

• School may not be aversive

• More common in young children

• Oftentimes related to desire for attention from parents

Obtain attention from significant others
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Function 4

• More common among adolescents

• Frequently due to desired access to activities unavailable 
at school (e.g., TV, video games, sleep)

• Typically associated with significant family 
conflict/dysfunction

Obtain tangible reinforcers outside of school

Some Considerations

• SRB can have multiple functions

• Contextual variables that can be related to SRB (e.g., 
homelessness, teen pregnancy, violence on campus, 
school climate, parent involvement, physical problems)

FBA Process

Indirect Assessment
 Review of records
 Interviews
 Rating scales

Direct Assessment
 Observation

Hypothesis
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Indirect Assessment

• History of attendance, behavior, and diagnoses

• Potential learning issues

• Medications

Record Review

Indirect Assessment

• 24-item measure; parent form & child form

• Modeled after the Motivation Assessment Scale (MAS)

• Provides a descriptive measure of relative strength of 
different functions

• Designed to be a part of a more comprehensive approach 
(i.e., should be used in conjunction with other data from 
records, interviews, etc.)

School Refusal Assessment Scale-Revised (SRAS-R)

SRAS-R (Parent Form)
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SRAS-R (Child Form)

SRAS-R (Scoring)

Other Rating Scales

Commonly used self-report measures to assess behaviors 
related to SRB include:

• Multidimensional Scale for Children
• Screen for Child Anxiety-Related Disorders
• Social Anxiety Scale for Children-Revised and Social 

Anxiety Scale for Adolescents
• Social Phobia and Anxiety Inventory for Children
• Children’ s Depression Inventory
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Other Rating Scales (cont.)

Commonly used parent/teacher report measures to assess 
behaviors related to SRB include:

• Child Behavior Checklist
• Conners Ratings Scales
• Child Symptom Inventory-4

• What does the child do when s/he refuses to go to school?

• How did this behavior develop over time?

• What is his/her level of anxiety or misbehavior in the morning before 
school and when entering school?

• What things or events at school, if you can name them, provoke 
his/her concern about going to school?

• Is the refusal to attend school legitimate or understandable in some 
way?

Indirect Assessment (cont.)

Interview

• What family disruption or conflict has occurred as a result of this 
school refusal behavior?

• Have recent or traumatic home or school events occurred to influence 
this behavior?

• Does he display these behaviors on weekends and holidays?

• Are there any non–school-related situations where anxiety or 
attention-seeking behavior occurs?

• What specific social and/or evaluative situations at school are 
avoided?

Indirect Assessment (cont.)

Interview
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• Is s/he willing to attend school if accompanied by a parent?

• What specific tangible rewards does s/he pursue outside of school 
that causes him/her to miss school?

• Is s/he willing to attend school if incentives were provided for 
attendance?

• Is s/he currently seeing a therapist?

Indirect Assessment (cont.)

Interview

• How much school attendance can the child tolerate (e.g., standing on 
the playground, sitting in the lobby, going to one class, attending a 
half day)?

Indirect Assessment (cont.)

Interview

• If the SRB occurs at school, then move forward with standard 
scheduling of observations and collecting data to measure the 
appropriate dimensional quantity of the behavior (e.g., frequency, 
duration) and ABC data

Direct Assessment

Observation at School
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• If the student is chronically absent due to SRB, then direct assessment 
can involve scheduling observations in the home setting

• This is a more time-intensive assessment method that may or may not 
be feasible

• Typically scheduled before the students wakes up in the morning on a 
school day

Direct Assessment (cont.)

Observation in the Home

Adding Support to Hypothesis

• Experimental analysis:

• Compare attendance on regular school days versus more 
favorable school days

• Example: To confirm the hypothesis that the function is to escape 
from aversive evaluative situations, compare attendance on days 
when there is testing versus days when there is no testing
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Thank You!

We hope you enjoyed the presentation!
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